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The story resumes exactly where the last book ended. Even though some character timelines may overlap, the main plot moves straight ahead....
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The sun had just perished behind the horizon.

Yar loved watching it sink—slowly, agonizingly, as if the sky itself could not bear to release it, while the sea dragged it down with black, frigid fingers. It was yet another beautiful funeral for the day. But now, as night pressed against his chamber in the highest tower of the restored kingdom, beauty had surrendered to silence.

Outside, the birds had fallen mute. Even the wind, which was wont to howl around the stone battlements, dared not breathe this evening. It was as if the world knew what was about to be written. As if the very stones were afraid to hear the tale.

Yar rubbed his weary eyes. The pain in his thigh pulsed—a dull, rhythmic throb reminding him that he yet lived. He reached for the inkwell. A little blue ink remained—the colour of the sea, of hope, of the eyes of that woman, Sylvia. Or perhaps the colour of Bayar’s dreams.

There was no blue in the dying rays of the sunset.

"No," he whispered, alone in the empty room. His voice sounded dry, like withered leaves rasping against one another. "Blue no longer suffices."

He sealed the inkwell with a sharp motion and thrust it aside. It clattered hollowly against the timber of the massive desk.

Yar leaned down, ignoring the sharp needle of agony in his leg. He pulled open the bottom drawer. A scent of antiquity wafted out—the smell of dust, dried herbs, and the passage of time. He reached deep inside and withdrew another vial. The liquid within was thick, almost black in the dim candlelight. When Yar shook it, a trail lingered upon the glass.

A dark, viscous, cherry-red trail. The colour of blood beginning to clot. Like a wound that refused to heal.

"Crimson Twilight," he said.

He dipped the quill. The feather, which had described the rise of kings and the ruin of heroes, now trembled in his hand. It knew, too. Objects always knew. They bore the memory of the world far better than men. Men forgot so they might endure. Otherwise, there would be no purpose.

Yar let the quill hover over the parchment. A single drop of red ink broke free from the nib and fell. It spread across the paper like a small, ominous sun.

He did not reach for the ring immediately. Tonight, he did not require the sorcery of the savages to see what he must tell. Tonight, he needed something heavier. Something cruder.

Yar turned to the stack of ancient tomes at the corner of his desk. At the very bottom, crushed beneath the weight of newer volumes, lay a book that bore no title. Its binding was not of fine leather, but of the rough, untreated hide of some beast that had died in torment. Its edges were bound in rusted iron, and the clasp that held it shut resembled a set of jaws.

The Journal of Matthias.

Yar ran a finger along the cold iron. He felt a chill slide up his arm and pierce his heart.

Matthias of Chernoval. His name had been forgotten by history, erased from monuments, yet his creation...

He was remembered in these lands by his creation.

The chronicler pressed the clasp. It snapped open—a sound akin to a breaking bone. The cover lifted heavily, revealing yellowed, brittle pages filled with even, tiny, almost manic script.

Yar had no need to read to remember. He knew the story. But to write it truly, he had to enter it. He had to feel the salt wind of that accursed place. He had to hear the strike of the hammers.

Yar closed his eyes. The room vanished. The pain in his leg vanished with it. The scent of ink and wax was usurped by the smell of the brine, seaweed, and stone. Sea stone.

The quill touched the paper and began to write of its own accord.






The waves here did not break against the shore.

The water was grey, foaming, and furious. It crashed into the black, jagged rocks of the island with such a roar that the ground beneath Matthias’s feet shuddered. The wind never ceased. It heralded from the North, from the icy wastes of Ishold. It carried a chill that pierced through woolen cloaks and leather doublets, seeking the very marrow of the bone.

But Matthias did not feel the cold.

He stood upon the highest cliff above the bay, wrapped in a heavy black coat, his collar turned high. His hands—long, with thin, spider-like fingers—clutched a scroll that the wind sought to tear from his grasp. His face was gaunt, with sharp cheekbones and sunken eyes that burned with the gleam of a man who beholds things others cannot.

He was gazing out at the sea. A sight the world had never witnessed before, and perhaps would never witness again.

In the Bay of Thorn, where usually not even a fishing skiff dared venture due to the submerged reefs, dozens of ships now swayed. Huge, heavy hulks of timber and iron, groaning under their burdens.

And upon their masts flew the banners of the entire world.

Matthias smiled slightly. A thin, crooked smile that did not reach his eyes.

"They have come," he whispered.

To the right lay the ships of Solis. Their sails were white and gold, gleaming even beneath this leaden sky. They sat deep in the water, laden heavily. They carried stone. White, unyielding stone from the quarries of the Sun City. Stone that blinded by day and seemed to glow with its own light by night.

Beside them, rough and angular, rode the galleys of Volcar. They bore no adornment; they smelled of rust and tar. From their bellies, men were already unloading massive beams of black iron, chains the thickness of a man’s torso, and grates forged by the masters of the Wolf Gate. Iron that would not bend.

Further back, elegant and swift, swayed the vessels of Meyhar. Their red sails snapped like blood in the wind. They carried neither stone nor iron. Their cargo was soil and seeds. Seeds of only two plants—the "Weeping Vine" and "Nightshade." The first bore thorns sharper than needles; the second carried a scent that induced nightmares.

From the cold North, the ships of Ishold were offloading something more precious than gold—ice, and a special mortar made of crushed bone and volcanic ash, which set hardest in damp and cold.

And strictly speaking, his own people. Those from Chernoval. They provided the labor. Hundreds of slaves, shackled one to another, who would build this place and surely perish here.

Matthias possessed a singular ambition. An ambition that had appealed to all the kingdoms—a prison. A gaol for sinners and a holding pen for slaves. And this lonely island in the midst of the Middle Sea was the perfect vessel for it.

He heard footsteps behind him. Heavy, confident boot-falls on gravel. He did not turn immediately. He knew who approached.

"It is impressive, Architect," spoke a deep voice, accustomed to command. Lord Varian, the envoy of Solis. "I never believed I would see the banners of Ishold and Chernoval flying side by side without arrows flying between them."

Matthias turned slowly. Varian was a tall man with golden hair and an arrogant countenance, wrapped in the white fur of a polar bear—a gift, likely from Ishold itself. Beside him stood the representative of Volcar—a large, bearded man named Garn, who viewed everything around him with open contempt, his hand resting upon the hilt of his sword. There was also a woman—Eleanor of Meyhar. Her face was obscured by a veil, yet her eyes tracked Matthias’s every movement like a bird of prey. A few strands of red hair escaped her covering.

"Fear is a great builder, My Lord," Matthias replied. His voice was quiet, yet it cut through the wind better than a shout. "Your kings are afraid. They are afraid of what they cannot kill. And they are afraid of those too dangerous to live among men, yet too valuable or accursed to be executed."

"We brought the stone, as you requested," Varian interrupted, waving a hand toward the laborers below who were hauling the massive blocks. "The hardest granite from Solis. We shall dig the deepest dungeons the world has ever seen. Pits where light does not enter."

Garn of Volcar grunted. "Pits are for rats. We brought iron. Let them be cages. We will hang them from the cliffs like curing meat. Let the storms beat them until they go mad."

Matthias listened. His face remained expressionless, but inside, he was laughing. They were innocent. Simple.

"No," he said.

The word hung in the air. Varian raised an eyebrow.

"No?" repeated the Lord of Solis. "Solis pays for this madness too, Architect. The Five Kingdoms provide the resources; you merely draw."

"You provide stone and iron," Matthias corrected him, stepping toward them. He was shorter than Garn and slighter than Varian, yet there was something in his presence that made them involuntarily retreat a step. "I provide the vision. We will not dig pits. And we will not hang cages from the cliffs."

Matthias unfurled the scroll he clutched. The wind pulled it taut. On the drawing, there were no torture towers, no subterranean labyrinths, no dungeons. What was depicted was a town. Small, neat squares arranged in impeccable rows. Streets crossing at right angles.

"What is this?" asked Eleanor of Meyhar, lowering her veil slightly. Her voice was melodic but cold. "It appears to be... a village."

"Precisely," Matthias nodded. His eyes kindled with light. "I will build a city. The City of Thorn. I will build houses. Small, stone cottages. Each will have a roof to keep out the rain. Each will have a window looking out to the sea or the sky. Each will even have a small courtyard before it."

Garn laughed roughly. "Houses? With windows? Are you mad? We are sending murderers, defilers... monsters here. Are we building them a place of comfort?"

"I am building a Hell," Matthias replied. "In my own fashion."

He pointed a long finger at a detail on the drawing. "Look here. The houses are fashioned of your white stone, Varian. Bright and clean. But the walls between them... the walls are three man-heights tall. And above? Above, there is no sky. There is a grate."

He moved his finger.

"Each house is separate. The prisoner enters, and the door vanishes. There is no door. We wall him in. A small aperture remains for food. He lives there. He has a cot. He has a table, a window. He sees the sun. He sees the rain. He even sees his neighbour through the bars of the courtyard."

"And how is that a punishment?" asked Garn, still failing to comprehend.

Matthias looked at him with genuine pity.

"If you throw a man into a dark pit, Garn, he turns into a beast. He forgets who he is. He forgets time. His mind breaks, and he simply awaits death as a deliverance. That is mercy." The architect turned back to the sea and spread his arms, as if embracing the entire island. "But if you give him a house and a window, you give him hope. He sees the flight of the gulls, sees the ships on the horizon, remembers the world outside. Every day. Every moment. He sees other people next door, but he cannot touch them. He cannot speak to them, because the sound of the sea and wind will be amplified by the walls. They will see only the movement of each other's lips, but hear only the howling of the storm."

Matthias clenched his fist and continued.

"My prison is for the mind. A place where they will live with the illusion of normality until that very illusion devours them. They will have a home they can never leave. They will have a yard where only your poisonous vine grows, Eleanor. Beautiful, green, but if you touch it—you die in agony."

Eleanor shuddered. Even Varian, with his Solis arrogance, grew pale. They were beginning to understand.

"Monstrous," whispered Eleanor of Meyhar.

"It is a necessity," Matthias corrected her. "You desired a place from which no one escapes. A man escapes from pain and hunger. But no one escapes from his own home. He will wait, day after day, until he realizes the waiting is eternal. This will break his soul far more surely than any lash."

"Thorn will not be a dungeon, but a monument." Matthias folded the drawing and continued. "And yet, for those who are obedient, there will be precincts where they may go out and walk. Naturally, under strict guard again. Guards that you will provide."

Matthias started down the slope toward the plateau where the slaves were already clearing the scree. The three envoys followed him in silence. None of them argued.

The architect halted in the centre of the plateau. The earth here was black, mixed with volcanic ash and salt. Nothing grew save for lichen.

Matthias took a heavy iron stake from the hands of a passing slave. The slave looked at him—his eyes were empty, lifeless. Matthias wondered if this wretch would be one of the first inhabitants of his new city.

He drove the stake into the ground. Struck it with a stone once, twice. The metal rang out hollowly, as if the island groaned.

"Here," Matthias said. "Here shall be the centre."

Matthias straightened and looked at the sky. The first drops of rain began to fall. Cold and heavy.

"Let us begin," he ordered, and smiled.






Yar opened his eyes. His heart beat heavily in his chest, as if he himself had been driving that stake into the earth. His hands, gripping the edge of the desk, had turned white.

The room had grown cold. The candle had burned halfway down, and the red drop of ink on the page had dried. Now it truly resembled blood.

He looked at the journal. Matthias had succeeded, to an extent. His notion was terrifying and honest, but the stones had not been enough. There were exactly four such cells. All the rest were fashioned of ordinary stone, mortar, and iron. Matthias himself later recounted in fragments that the kingdoms ceased their support, and aid came from Blacktor, whose men finished the cottages of the guilty. They erected high fences and began slowly filling them.

Matthias built a large house in the centre, resembling a petty palace, but his notes began to fade and become shorter with time.

Legends told that he himself went mad there. And that he was forced to spend the last days of his life in one of those cells he had built himself. Of white stone and without doors. He watched the gulls and the ships, and he laughed.

But the wind killed his laughter.

Yar reached out and dipped the quill into the red ink once more.

Thorn was waiting. The years had passed. The grates and meshes had gathered rust, but they still held firm. The poisonous vines of Meyhar had wrapped around the entire island like green serpents.

Yar felt his hand tighten around the quill. It was going to be difficult, and it was going to hurt. But history did not care if you were in pain.

Outside, the wind finally awoke and struck the window of his tower.

The twilight was just at its most beautiful.
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"Ion."

He heard his name, and a smooth, warm hand brushed against his face. It was pleasant. The sound of childish laughter echoing in the distance made everything even more delightful. He felt at home. He felt at peace.

"Ion."

He heard his name again. The voice speaking it was familiar. Fiona. It was Fiona. He could hear her voice. She was standing somewhere close to him. And little Bryon was laughing around them. He was there. They were alive. They were with him.

Ion reached out to take her hand. He longed to touch her again. He yearned for her soft skin and her warm embrace. And when he heard little Bryon’s voice, something inside him stirred. It made him smile.

He hadn’t smiled in so long.

Cold.

That was what Ion felt.

Fiona and Bryon existed only in his mind, and his last memories of them were of burying them deep in the earth.

Did they feel the cold now? Hardly. Their bodies had likely long since returned to dust. But he felt cold. He felt a chill in his heart, and it was because he kept dreaming of them.

Sometimes he dreamed only of Fiona, other times only of Bryon. He loved it most when both appeared to him. Those were the only moments when he felt whole. A faint warmth would pass through him, just enough to stave off the freeze.

Then the cold would return.

Besides the chill, he also felt the damp. As if drops of water were trickling down his face. Just like when he had buried them. He had laid them deep in the earth, where their lifeless bodies would merge with the soil. Back then, just as now, drops washed over his face, streaming past his lips and dripping downward. Back then, they fell into the dirt, carrying his tears with them.

But that was before.

He opened his eyes abruptly and wiped his face with his hand.

"Pale-eyes, are you alive?"

Bryon and Fiona were gone. Instead, a man’s voice called to him, and the rain was falling again, only now it drummed onto wooden planks. He raised a hand and wiped his face. It availed him little. The rain was heavy and soaked him anew.

The man’s voice sounded once more.

"Hey, pale one. Get up, I say."

It took him a moment to remember where he was. Water was everywhere. Everywhere except the ship’s deck, for the sea around them had crushed them in its embrace. He could not tell where the ocean ended and the sky began.

"If you swoon one more time, I’ll throw you overboard, I swear it."

Ion stood up. He knew what to do. It simply happened sometimes—darkness would take him for a moment. But he was grateful, for whenever he fell asleep or fainted, he saw them. He saw their faces, and Fiona kissed him.

"Damn this storm!" the man shouted again. The curse wasn't directed at Ion, yet it was because of him. "I cannot manage alone, Pale-eyes. You had best lend a hand, or I’ll ensure they send you back to the hell they dragged you from. And you’ll not see land again, save for the soil you were meant to die in."

Ion approached him and took the rope from his hands. He possessed none of the man’s strength, and it showed immediately. He had to strain to keep his footing and stop the rope from hauling him upward. And when he managed that, he had to make another effort—this time to clench his teeth. The pain of the hemp biting into his hand felt as if it were crushing his very bones. It burned and ached. Yet, he had endured worse.

The large man disappeared for a moment, then returned with something heavy even for him. He was soaked and could barely move. Water streamed down his beard. It was likely one of the rare moments his beard saw a washing. Whatever he was carrying—it looked like a bucket of ballast stones—made him move even slower. Finally, he brought it over and nearly dropped it at Ion’s feet. For a moment, he stood there, hands braced on his knees, heaving for breath.

It seemed to soften him a little.

"I thought you were stronger in Thorn. Yet here you are, barely standing."

The big man, surprisingly or not, possessed all his teeth, though they were black as pitch. He surely loved his chew-leaf. That was what Ion thought of him as he ignored the pain. The fat man across from him was right about one thing. In Thorn, he had seen—and felt—worse things.

The man took the rope from him as if it were a mere thread. True, he struggled a bit, but when he tensed his muscles, he tamed it easily. He pulled a little more than necessary and bound it to the stones. He slackened it slightly to ensure it would hold the sails, then rose slowly. Now he seemed a trifle kinder.

"It will pass soon. Happens often here. Some cursed current. You likely saw it on the way in."

Ion hadn’t seen anything on the way in. His mind had been filled only with the corpses of his wife and child. Bryon and Fiona. Nothing else.

Well, sometimes he also remembered the blurred face of the man he’d caught leaning over them, covered in blood. He wasn’t entirely sure it was him, and sometimes he still wondered, but he preferred to believe he had done right. Besides, the priest Simon had pointed him out. And priests did not lie.

"You’re the quietest of all the bastards down there, I swear," the fat man’s voice came again. "And on top of that, you’re the sickliest. How many times did you faint today alone? Two? Three? Sometimes I wonder how folk like you stay alive while the truly worthy ones die."

"That is how God decided." He truly believed it.

"To the abyss with the gods. The fact that you breathe means they do not care. Tell me, Pale-eyes..." The man managed to secure the last rope with his help, and the ship turned so the storm became slightly more bearable. "If a babe is born somewhere in our world today and dies two days later, did it deserve to die?"

"If God decided..."

"And at that very moment, this God of yours," the big man interrupted again, "decides that you, who killed a man, should be thrown in prison. And not only that, but they send you back." The big man spat at his feet. "Don't answer me. To the abyss with your gods."

"Kir!"

The big man turned. They were calling him.

"This one’s a prisoner, not your friend."

"I know, damn it," Kir shot back. "The wretch fainted. Again."

The one calling waved his hand.

"Come with me." Kir grabbed him by the collar of his already tattered shirt and dragged him inward toward the quarters. He had guessed right. The storm passed quickly, and the sun was starting to peek out behind them.

There weren't truly cabins. Everyone slept in the belly of the ship, accessed through a hatch in the deck. Kir shoved him in first, then followed right after. Upon entering, he slammed the hatch shut, though it still let water seep through. But the water didn't stay inside; it slipped through various cracks and went who-knows-where. It was dark, however. There were two or three tallow candles, but they were not enough to light the hold.

"You going to sit in your spot on your own, or do I need to help you?"

Ion waved his hand. Kir probably didn't see it, but he wasn't planning to cause trouble. Not here. In truth, he never started trouble. But he always finished it. Like he finished that fool who killed his wife and child, only to later learn the man was merely following orders. He didn't care about his orders. He remembered the fragments of his skull left on the stone. And next to him lay Bryon and Fiona, still unburied. Under the rain. Three bodies under the rain. But he buried only those dear to him.

Bast Cane’s body he left in the rain. He wanted it to rot there. As punishment for killing his kin.

But even dead, Bast Cane kept causing him trouble. Because of him, he started running. At first, he was ready to die right away. He’d taken his revenge. But then he realized someone had sent Bast Cane. And he wanted to kill them too. So he ran. He ran until he found the ship to Thorn. That, he took as a sign there was a God. And God was giving him a new chance for more vengeance.

"Everyone down there, Kir?" He heard the voice of the one who’d called them earlier.

"To the abyss with your questions, Otto. Where would they escape to? The sea?" Kir laughed loudly.

"Maybe someone stayed above, you fool."

"Well, that’s their sorrow. It’s raining up there, getting chilly, and it’ll be dark soon. And there’s no food."

"When do you think we’ll make landfall, Kir?" Otto didn't take the bait.

"Morning. Maybe before the sun, but more likely just after. Will that man be waiting for us?"

"We were supposed to be there two days ago."

"Well, it’s not my fault." Their argument continued. The others, including Ion, listened quietly. "What was I supposed to do when you couldn't pick the bastards from Thorn faster? I thought you’d be ready when I arrived."

"We had some troubles. No one blames you, Kir. You’re just the boatman."

"Aye, right. You don't know Ben Nox. Not only will he cut my pay, but he’ll flay me with words in front of everyone."

"If he cuts your pay, I’ll give you some of mine. But I know Ben Nox. And I know him better than you. Leave him to me."

"Always you, always you. You and Ben play with your coin, while I’m stuck on this rotting hulk hauling freaks like these."

"Watch your tongue, Kir. The ones headed to Thorn aren't exactly the polite and gentle sort."

"As long as the ship rides the waves, they can’t do anything to me. And they know I’m like this, Otto. I’m just talking."

No one else spoke. And there were not few of them. Besides Ion, there were five others he recognized by face but knew not their names. Only one he actually knew—Edgar. Edgar Flint. They’d spoken a few times.

And Renald, who was now leaning against him, nudging him lightly on the shoulder.

"That one over there looks like a woman." He pointed to someone in the shadows, leaning against the far side of the hold.

Off to the side, Kir and Otto were arguing again, this time about whether to cook beans or boil ten potatoes to feed them.

"A woman? I don't believe it. They wouldn't risk it."

"I’m telling you, Ion. That is a woman." Renald kept pointing. Suddenly he stopped and shifted to another direction. "You’re always talking about God. Do you believe in God, Ion?"

It was starting to vex him. Kir talked about God, now Renald too. But Renald was one of the few he got along with. He was older than Ion, maybe past his fortieth year, with white starting to claim his beard, and his face looked worn, with wrinkles beginning to carve hollows into his skin.

"I believe." He answered anyway.

"In which God?"

"Matters not which. I just believe."

"Well, if this God created man and woman, do you think He divided their burdens or their nature? Did He say, ‘This is a man, he shall be the ravager, and this is a woman, she shall be the ravaged’?"

Ion hadn't thought about it that way, and he didn't care. Renald could be tiresome sometimes. Like now.

"There was a women’s wing in Thorn. Naturally, they’re not stupid enough to mix men and women. Though the women were still guarded by men."

"Our guards were eunuchs."

"Probably theirs too. But desires are desires, whether you’ve a cock or not."

"How long were you in Thorn, Renald?"

"If it’s the end of summer now, then almost a year. I didn't have your luck. You walked in one day, and now you’re already out. But you believe in God, so maybe that’s why."

"It was cold when I went in. Winter was just taking its leave."

"Still less time than me. You didn't get to see Thorn in its full glory."

"Probably because I believe in God."

Renald laughed.

"Do you know what happens if you stay too long in Thorn and neither Otto takes you this way, nor they find you work there? Or you don't escape somehow?"

"They probably just kill you."

"Killing you would be too foolish. They’d have spent too many coins feeding and watering you."

"Food? They barely spent half a black coin on me."

"It’s much cheaper for them to sell you as a slave."

"A slave? You mean like us now?"

"They’ll give us weapons. Have you ever seen a slave with a weapon? They just take them from the western kingdoms as slaves and feed their warriors with them."

"I’ve seen men eat men, but only when hunger leaves them no choice."

"That’s not what I meant, Ion. By ‘feed,’ I mean they pit them against them. They buy ten prisoners who have nothing left to live for anyway and throw them against their warriors. If the warrior wins, it’s obvious—death. But if the prisoner wins..."

"Which probably never happens."

"Maybe it has... But if they do win, they are set free."

"And sooner or later, they end up back in Thorn." Ion knew all this. He just wanted to hear how Renald would tell it. And time on the ship passed too slowly.

"They often come back."

"They always come back," he added. "It’s hard to kill for the first time. After that, it starts to feel natural. And you’ll kill again, and again. Now imagine killing a warrior, Renald. You feel so powerful in your own eyes, you think you’re untouchable."

"And the ship to Thorn waits for you." Renald leaned back. He hadn't closed his eyes. He was looking at those across from them. They didn't speak, but their gazes seemed more pained.

"Potatoes." Kir’s voice rang out again. He was coming their way. "That’s what you’re eating. One each. If you want more, settle it with the man next to you. I’m not your servant."

Kir bent down and placed a heated, flat piece of metal between them. On it rolled about ten potatoes, which vanished almost instantly. Like wild beasts, Ion and the other seven lunged for them. From the side, all one could hear was the clatter of tin and Kir’s laughter.

"It’s always a joy watching you like this." He turned and pulled out another tin, a bit smaller. "See, I’m not that bad. I’ve got some haunches for you too. Well, they’re not from a chicken or a piglet, but I hope you’ve eaten pigeon sometime in your life. If not, this’ll be your first."

The same scene followed. Kir tossed the tin onto the floor in front of them, and though they were more cautious this time, several pairs of hands snatched the meat in an instant. It tasted like chicken, and if Kir hadn't told them what it was, Ion wouldn't have known the difference.

"Well, no more surprises. And I don't care if you’re still hungry. Even if you wanted more, there is nothing left. I’ve saved ten potatoes for tomorrow, but tomorrow you won’t be here. Otto—" Kir turned back, "give me the keys."

Otto stepped forward. He was shorter and slighter than Kir. The only hair on his head was above his upper lip, where he’d left a reddish mustache, though gray was beginning to claim it.

"If I leave you unlocked tonight, will you behave?" Otto didn't hand over the keys.

"You sure about this, Otto? This ship’s all I have. I don't want trouble."

"They have no choice and nowhere to go. The West waits to kill them, Thorn means death. Unless they steal the ship and sink it."

Kir didn't find it amusing. He looked them over one by one. He probably couldn't see them all, sitting there in the darkness that had swallowed them completely.

"Your responsibility, Otto."

"I’ve got this just in case." Otto drew a sword, which, oddly, he held and regarded as if it were the finest blade ever forged. In truth, it was nothing special, not even as good as the steel the guards in Thorn carried. "I named it Cornelis."

"Cornelis?" Kir turned to him. Apparently, he was hearing this for the first time too.

"Aye. Named it after the first man I killed." Otto looked at his sword, gently touching the blade. He was glad to have it.

"Was he as ugly as that sword?"

"Even uglier." Otto tried to stifle his laugh, but it mingled with Kir’s.

"Listen well, you bastards." Kir often addressed them so. "Better get to sleep; tomorrow is a hard day. I know you’re hungry, but Ben Nox will feed you. There’s plenty of food for everyone. Well, you’ll probably spend the rest of the time training and training until he finally decides to throw you into battle. But at least you won’t be in Thorn."

"Ever heard of Ben Nox?" Renald asked him quietly.

"Aye." He’d heard of him, but not much.

Still, Renald clearly decided to enlighten him.

"Ben Nox was appointed back when King Roland ruled—King of Blacktor. The only eastern kingdom. He was something like the Marshal of the entire army. And then, when the king’s son, Garik, decided to usurp his throne and send him to Thorn..."

"I didn't see him in Thorn."

"Neither did I," Renald replied quickly, as if he knew Ion would interrupt, and continued. "But when Garik came, he decided Blacktor didn't need an army commander since they weren't fighting anyone. Blacktor already controlled the entire East. But the black blades needed one."

Ion knew this, but Renald’s voice was quiet and calm. So calm that Ion drifted off while listening to him.

Strangely, this time he didn't dream of Fiona or Bryon. He dreamed of Bast Cane. The one he killed for them. But this time, he didn't kill him. Bast was smiling at him, saying something Ion couldn't quite understand. And as he looked at his face, young and lively, it suddenly shattered into pieces. The pieces Ion had seen even without dreaming. When he smashed the stone into his head.

Kir’s voice woke him, mixed with the ship rocking more intensely.

"Bastards, get ready. You’ll soon meet your new master."

Light streamed through a few cracks in the ship. The five across from him were awake. Two of them glared at him, the other three rubbed their eyes. No one had moved all night. They were exactly where he’d seen them when he fell asleep.

"Wake your little leman yourself so I don't have to." Kir was standing over him, talking.

He’d forgotten about Renald. He turned and nudged him. At first, Renald didn't move. Ion thought he was dead. It wouldn't be his first time. He hadn't lived long in Thorn, but it was long enough to see four people die. Just like that—in their sleep. Mostly from exhaustion.

The first time, he’d been afraid they would accuse him of murder. But when he saw them simply come and throw the body off Thorn’s high cliffs, he was calmer about the other three. For one of them, he was even grateful he died, because he was a wretch. He stank and sometimes acted cruelly, though he never laid a hand on anyone. Ion had wished him gone, and he died. Then he felt guilty, but he quickly forgot. His name was Virt, and he was in Thorn by mistake. But everyone said they were there by mistake. And now Virt didn't matter.

Renald woke up, though with difficulty. He nearly jumped, startled. He mumbled something incoherent, wiped the drool from his mouth, and looked around sleepily. Now it was even clearer he was old. Not too old, not too frail, but he didn't look full of life. Yet he was full of strength. Or at least that’s what he managed to project.

"Princesses," Kir was good at coining names, "no breakfast, but the shore is close. Wipe the filth off yourselves, and I’ll be waiting above soon. I want you looking decent."

"What did you dream, Ion?"

Renald’s question caught him off guard.

"You were raving. Cursing and yelling at someone in your sleep. I couldn't quite catch the name, but it was short."

"Don't remember." He remembered the dream, though not as clearly as before. But he had no intention of sharing it with Renald.

"Ever had children, Renald?"

"Two," Renald answered quickly. "Lost them both."

"Did you tell them tales when they were little?"

"Tales? More like I told them the history of the world. And they listened with awe."

"How much of it do you know?"

"Almost everything worth knowing, and a bit more. I could list all the victors of the great battles in the West without ever setting foot there."

"All that from books?"

"Books, travelers, merchants. I loved to read. Then I ended up in Thorn."

"Little birds, are you getting up or what?" Kir interrupted them again.

They were the only ones left in the not-so-long line. One by one, everyone climbed the ladder. And up top, in the light, Ion saw that the one across from them, the one they’d talked about last night, was indeed a woman. Not that it mattered much, but it caught his attention first. Then he saw the shore. The shore he’d watched fade away not so long ago.

Edgar, however, was weeping. He was the other one Ion knew from Thorn. A short, dark man, sent to Thorn because he’d had two wives. That was his story. According to people close to them, it was because the wives were actually sisters of some lord. Ion didn't believe either version. Edgar was ugly. Even men avoided him. Ion couldn't imagine him with one woman, let alone two. But he fought like a beast. And he loved fighting with his bare hands most of all.

He’d been in Thorn for two years. And he was weeping because he was finally seeing the shore. Not the rocky coast of the prison. But the shore of his homeland.

"Don't shame me, got it?" Kir shouted from behind them. Hardly anyone else heard him. "I want Ben to be happy. We’re already late as it is."

Otto passed in front of everyone, holding his Cornelis. The sword really wasn't fair to look upon and was quite worn. But it had a poorly carved “K” at the base of the blade. Otto held it as if they weren't arriving among friends but were about to fight those watching from the sand. And there were quite a few people waiting on the shore. And they seemed to keep growing in number.

"Step back, Kir."

Oddly, the burly ship captain obeyed. Otto stood at the front, with everyone behind him. And no one spoke.

It was early morning, and the dying fires on the beach had filled the air with their stench. Everywhere reeked of embers and charred wood. Off to the side, two men dressed in black were relieving themselves into the sea, as if they didn't see the ship coming. In the distance, more people were sitting. Everyone was scattered across the beach—some awake, others still sleeping. Only up ahead stood a tall man, dressed as if he were welcoming noble lords and ladies, not prisoners like them.

Yes, Ion didn't think of himself as anything special. And he didn't expect to be welcomed like this. He was sure everything would change soon.

The ship hit the sand, making everyone jump to keep their balance. A ladder from the ship was lowered, and another from the shore was propped against it. Otto went down first.

After Otto, they descended one by one.

Kir went last. He cursed as he climbed down. He moved slowly and carefully, as if he’d never left the ship before. Which might have been somewhat true.

"You are late."

The man practically bellowed. His voice was so hoarse it seemed to stir waves around the ship.

"They held us up on the island," Kir hurried to explain.

"Kir is not to blame, Ben," Otto defended him. "They really delayed us there. They couldn't pick the people for us."

"Is it that bad?"

"No. They wanted to choose the best."

"And this is the best?" Ben pointed his sword at their little group, stopping right at Ion. "If this is the best, you’d better take them back or sink the ship with them halfway."

"What about the coin?" Kir couldn't hold back.

"You’re a whole day late, Kir. What coin?"

"Told you," Kir said, turning to Otto.

Otto clenched his teeth and glared at him. Kir fell silent.

"How much did I promise you, Kir?" It was Ben again.

"Three black coins, and we’re square."

Ben reached into a deep pocket of what looked like a robe. Ion imagined him sifting through coins, and by their sound, there were at least ten. He pulled out his hand, and in it were four. He tossed three to Kir, one after another. Two fell to the ground, but for the fat captain, that mattered not. He quickly bent down and picked them up. The last one he gave to Otto.

Otto bowed to him.

"Need more people, Ben?"

"Not for now. But soon you might have more work. How stands it there? Still plenty?"

"It is full, but I’ve picked the best for you. The westerners take a lot for their own needs too. I hear they’ve got troubles there as well."

"I care not for the westerners. I pay more—to the prison and to you. Send the dregs to them. For me, I want the best." He looked at them again. "And I hope you’ve brought me the best."

Kir was already back on his ship. Surprisingly, he’d climbed up quickly, unlike the effort it took him to get down. Otto had moved to Ben’s other side, standing behind him as if he’d always been his man. And Ben was still watching them. Specifically, him.

"You!" He looked at Ion and pointed his sword at him. "Stand here." He indicated a spot.

Ion stood.

"From what I can see, you’re the tallest. I want the rest of you to line up behind him by height. And all of you look at me."

It didn't take them long to do it. And Ben was right. Ion was the tallest. Renald was right behind him. He didn't see the others. He didn't want to look their way. He felt some kind of respect for Ben. Even though he didn't know him.

Ben turned his back to them, and another man stepped forward. He was shorter than Ben but glared at them more fiercely. Ben stood next to Otto, quietly discussing something while looking at them.

"Curs." The new man started bluntly. "Ben is too soft with you. And to show you this is serious, one of you needs to step forward."

No one moved.

"You never come on your own. Fine. I am not waiting. You!" He pointed at someone in the line. Ion only saw the back of the chosen one, who walked forward with timid steps.

"What is your name?"

"James, sir."

James bowed his head.

And as if from nowhere, his head separated from his body and fell onto the sand. His corpse collapsed beside it.

"First rule: never bow." The man wiped the blood from his sword with the calmest demeanor in the world. "And by the way, my name is Rex." He wiped slowly, his face showing he was savoring it. "And I needed six men, not seven."
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Valeris was speaking, yet Selene regarded her with a different mind. She listened to the words but did not truly hear them. Instead, she studied the woman from boot to brow, as if beholding her for the very first time. Valeris was a warrior, forged of iron and will, yet when fear or injury took hold, a certain feminine softness revealed itself within her. That duality drew Selene in deeply.

Just as Valeris now spoke of their champion, Eliana, Selene had once spoken of Valeris in the same reverent tones. It was not so long ago—a time when Eliana had been the lesser of the two. A time when all believed Valeris would bear the kingdom’s banner in the Great Battle. But Eliana had vanquished her.

"Tell me, Valeris," Selene’s voice echoed through the great hall once more.

"I saw that Eliana desired to continue the fight, yet there was no opponent left. I know that was my duty," Valeris looked at her again. She cast a glance at Freya, Eliana’s commander, who stood nearby. "I do what I can, my Queen, but on the eve of the Great Battle, finding worthy adversaries has become a trial. I hear it is the same in the other kingdoms. The warriors grow too strong—not only does no one wish to face them, but few are able."

"And so you decided to face Eliana yourself?"

Valeris lowered her gaze in guilt, and Freya laughed.

"I grew angry. Eliana was treating the maidens cruelly."

"So you chose to step into the fray in their stead? What madness is this? You are of greater worth here than down in the dust with the troops."

She saw Freya’s look, and Valeris’s too. One glared with envy, while something else flickered in the eyes of the other.

"Freya challenged me. Eliana did as well. They looked upon me with disdain."

Her excuses were pitiful, yet Selene listened all the same.

"Wretched excuses," Freya scoffed. She shared the Queen's thought. "My Queen, does it suit a lady of Valeris’s station to whine so? She brings you shame."

"Mind your tongue, Freya," Selene said, though her heart pounded. "It would serve you well to remember that all are replaceable, and that Valeris holds rank above you. One more word, and it shall be you facing Eliana."

Freya held her peace. Yet the smirk did not leave her face.

"All eyes were upon me. Had I refused, I would have appeared weak. That is why I did not hesitate. I rose and descended to meet Eliana. My old wound throbbed, as if warning me that I committed a folly."

"Then it would be wise to heed your wound more often," Selene interjected.

"I tried to strike her before my leg gave out completely. But Eliana is truly exceptional. Better than I could ever have hoped to be."

"That is the truth," Freya chimed in.

"And yet, I wounded her."

"You could have ended it all right then."

"I could have, my Queen, but I did not. I saw her error," Valeris continued, ignoring Freya’s mocking laughter. "And my hunger for victory returned. I had not felt such spirit in a long time. I seized my chance and struck. It truly shook her. For a moment, I beheld fear in her eyes."

Valeris explained herself like a child beneath Freya’s amused gaze. And Freya was merely waiting for an opening to defend her warrior.

"Nonsense!"

"She still recovered," Valeris stared at the wood of the table before her, responding only to the words from the side. "She evaded me and countered. Just before she struck, you intervened." She raised her eyes to Selene. "Or rather, the King of Volkar did. Severin."

"Thank Severin for staying her hand. Otherwise, your blood would still be drying upon the sand. And I cannot banish nor execute Eliana. The Throne of Shilan means more to me now than anything."

She saw that Valeris distasted her words. But deep down, Valeris knew she was right. Eliana was now her only key to the gates of Shilan. She also noted Freya’s smug smile. Selene could barely wait to be rid of her as well, once this all reached its natural conclusion and she claimed the greatest throne in the western kingdoms. Who would take the Meyhar throne then? Perhaps her sister? No, Jasmine would not desire it. Perhaps Thalia or Ivora then. Or all three together. No, she would take at least one of them with her. Maybe Valeris would remain here. And then she could apologize for these harsh words.

"You possess the nature of a ruler, Valeris. You cannot be commanded, yet you are not the strongest in the arena. To stand against Eliana is tantamount to death."

"For the second time, you save her from death, my Queen."

"I did not give you leave to speak, Freya."

Freya smiled and fell silent.

"Tell me, Valeris, if Eliana had slain you, what would have befallen the kingdom? You are a leader, Valeris. A leader," Selene glanced at Freya. "The finest blade is not always the finest captain. The greatest warrior does not think, has no time for tactics, and no room in her mind for others. The greatest warrior simply kills. But you are a leader," Selene repeated once more. "You must think and command. That is why you are here."

Valeris spoke not, but kept her gaze fixed straight into Selene’s eyes.

"Freya, you are next. Explain."

Freya stepped forward and halted beside Valeris.

"Eliana crushed everyone she faced, my Queen. You saw it yourself. With all due respect, for over four days now, she has been training alone. These fights were like a gift unseen to her."

"The guard? The army? The other warriors?"

"She has bested them all. Some multiple times. There have been deaths, as well. Now none of the other commanders wish to send their people. The kingdom has need of them."

"Valeris?" Selene turned to her advisor again. "Is this the army we possess? A flock of craven women?"

"No, Queen," Valeris retorted quickly, like a true soldier.

"Our lands are crawling with eager men who would give anything to be warriors in a place filled with women," Selene spoke while the room remained silent. "If you do not see them, I do. The brothel is full of girls who have not seen a man in an age, save for travelers or peasants. Must I think of everything? Bring in men, summon them from somewhere. Who is supposed to fight Eliana now? Me?"

"No, Queen."

Selene fell quiet. She looked them over one by one. How much longer would she have to rely on each of them? Was it not time she produced heirs like her mother, Lyra? Two red-haired daughters would be a blessing for the whole nation. Perhaps she should visit the next market to scout the men passing through the kingdom. Or do exactly what she had threatened Valeris with—summon men for Eliana to train against. And lure the most comely one into her bed. She loved being with her girls, but sometimes she yearned for a man’s touch. She had been with a man only once, and the pleasure was fair, though not the same as with a woman. But for heirs, she needed someone from outside. Not from here.

And that was her fate, after all. To grow up without a father, just as her children would. Though her mother had told her of her father—a dark-haired, tall, swarthy man—it was not the custom in these lands to speak of fathers. Another thing she knew of him, though she shouldn't, was that he had come from the eastern lands, passing through as a slave.

A slave’s daughter? Who could say? Her father had spent a long time in a cell within the kingdom, in one of the dungeon chambers. First, her sister was born, then she a year later. Two children were the tradition of the Dar lineage from which they hailed. And both were red-haired girls, like them. The blood was still strong. She felt it in her veins. Here, lineage flowed from the woman, not the man. That is why she had taken her mother’s line, not that man’s—whoever he was. And if he were alive, he would be over seventy winters now. Older than her mother had been when she passed.

None of the five before her moved. They all watched her, awaiting her command. She saw Valeris’s guilty face, Freya’s smug one, Fenris and Ivora’s confused expressions, and Thalia’s ever-frightened gaze.

"Freya, you are dismissed."

Freya bowed and headed for the exit.

"Freya?" Selene called after her again. She turned. "You are not dismissed to leave the room. You are relieved of your command."

It was as if time halted for a moment. She did not revel in their stunned faces. She knew they were there without looking.

"But why?" Freya’s question rang through the hall.

Selene only wondered if Valeris was gloating. She could not see her face now and hoped she was not. She needed to be above such pettiness.

"You may remain in the kingdom. I shall find you a fine home outside the castle walls. Or you may leave. None shall stop you."

Freya ran her fingers over her vest first, unfastening it and letting it fall to the ground. A few brooches dropped with it. Then she removed all the adornments that marked her as a commander. She left her weapons too, ensuring they struck the stone floor with a loud clatter. And she walked out.

Selene bore her no ill will. She understood her. But this was better for the kingdom.

Selene waited for the heavy doors to close behind Freya before looking to her treasurer.

"Fenris, what remains in the reserves?"

The old man glanced at the three girls beside him.

"Fenris? Must I reassure you regarding them every time? Until I bear daughters, Thalia, Valeris, and Ivora are my eyes and the continuation of my lineage. Speak freely before them."

"My Queen..."

"Speak, Fenris!"

Fenris—slightly hunched, ancient, and small. Alongside Rat, who tended the library, they were brothers, and no one seeing them could deny it. Same stature, hair, beards, speech, and manners. Two years apart. Selene knew not which was the elder, but they had been in the kingdom so long that perhaps no one did.

Fenris opened the parchments in his hand.

"In every respect, we fare well, Lady Selene. We can feed the army for another twenty years with the coin we possess. Taxes remain steady, and I do not believe we should raise them. In recent years, many boys were born in the kingdom, most of whom departed once they could walk. Others remained, agreeing to till the land for a little coin and the company of girls from the brothel. That is how we produce more provisions for the army. Livestock in these lands has increased, and the voluntary tithe is paid regularly, even by the poorest."

"You are saying my people are content?"

"If they are paying, aye. We have had no more than two instances where guards had to visit a home, but nothing grave."

"I hope it does not come to extremes."

"Not yet, but we can do little if they refuse. Thus, I can promise nothing."

"How many men are in the capital?"

Her question surprised him, and he looked up. She surprised herself by asking it, feeling a warmth spread across her face. None of the others looked at her. That calmed her.

"I have not counted them, Queen. But excluding those here in the palace, Juno’s two sons, there is a lad at the smithy, Xsanta has a son as well, and a merchant named Vivik. But he travels and does not linger long. So at best, there are ten males in the kingdom. For the whole capital, it is hard to say. Perhaps not many, but enough. Valeris could speak better regarding the army."

Selene glanced at Valeris for a moment. From her look, she knew there were no men in the army. She did not even bother asking.

"So, Fenris, after Severin’s visit, we are not at a loss."

"Not at all, Queen. We provided more food than the daily allotment, but we have set aside three days a year when such may occur, and as long as we do not exceed them, all is well. On a fourth, however, we would be forced to break the reserve seals."

"The Agreement of the Five binds us not to refuse."

"Precisely, Queen. And I do not believe we have breached any of its terms."

In Meyhar, the signed copy of the agreement sat in a room in the high tower, alone, guarded by two sentries. No one entered it, and it was rarely needed. The last time was with her mother, Lyra, alongside her and Fenris. Fenris had been younger then, carrying Jasmine in his arms. Later, they devised her wheeled chair. She had not visited her sister in a long time, but she thought of her more often of late. Perhaps she should.

"Fenris," she drew his attention again. "I wish to fill the gaps. Let every peasant set aside two beasts from their herds. For each peasant we take a beast from, they are exempt from taxes until at least summer passes. If animals remain at year’s end, we shall add them to the royal stables. Pay those we take from at market rates."

Fenris scribbled something on his parchments.

"Ivora?" The girl looked at her. "Keep close to Fenris. I want you to determine what we shall need for the journey to Volkar for Bromir’s wedding. You organize everything, and Fenris will assist with the funds."

"Yes, Queen," Ivora bowed. Sometimes the politeness of the trio grated on Selene. Though she had taught them that, it still felt excessive.

Only Thalia stood quietly, hands clasped together again, searching for a place to rest her gaze. The previous night, Selene had spent with her. She had commanded the seamstresses to fashion two gowns just for Thalia, without telling the others. Valeris did not care for dresses anyway, and Ivora enjoyed new ones but not as much as Thalia. Selene had brought her to her chamber and made her don them all before her. She was like a doll children played with. Selene delighted in seeing joy on her face. Then she took her in her arms, and they did not wake until the next day.

She gestured, and everyone dispersed. She asked only Valeris to remain. She waited for the hall to empty and approached her.

"Valeris?"

"Queen, I wished to apologize for letting you see me on my knees before another warrior."

"When I chose you as my third lady to oversee the army, you were on the ground too, yet I picked you. Do you know why?"

"Because I was wounded?"

"No, Valeris. Because despite a wound that might have slain you, you kept trying to stand. And despite the blows you took and the blood pouring from your leg, you still looked at your opponent with the same fire and sought to ignore the pain."

"Yes, Lady Selene."

"I want you to be that way now. When someone like Freya insults you, I do not want you looking wounded and rattled. I want you to face her with the same fire you possessed that day."

"You did not need to remove her. Now everyone will look upon me poorly."

"Are you the warrior by my side, or is it Freya? Or perhaps all those who will gossip?"

"I am, Queen."

"Then be a warrior. And I want Eliana to become twice as good. We all depend on that."

Valeris reached for her thigh. Selene knew the scar itched whenever she grew nervous. Now she rubbed the fabric of her trousers over the old wound. Selene recalled her bare thighs but quickly pushed the thought aside.

She needed a man, not Valeris.
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This time, they did not put the torch to the cart of the slain, as they had done before with the one carrying Clarisse. On the contrary, they scoured away every trace of the crimson cloaks, hitched two of their horses to the yoke, tethered the others alongside, and set forth.

Igor rode one of the lead horses, while Clarisse, Fabian, and Igor sat in the back upon the wooden platform, now stripped of its roof. A meager layer of straw remained, which they kept; it served to make the hard wood beneath them somewhat more forgiving. Stepan and Ivanek rode at a slow pace flanking the cart, like personal guards keeping watch. Stepan had traded his boots for those of a dead man, while Ivanek had taken a crimson cloak from another corpse, torn it, and bound it around his head to shield his eyes from the sun, which was beginning to scorch them without mercy.

Igor’s foot throbbed, though the wound was not deep. Vasiliy had paid it little mind when shown. The man had simply poured a splash of rum over the gash, told Igor he would waste no more good spirits, and that he wished to hear no complaints. So, Igor spoke of it no more.

Their proximity to Ishold and the northern lands brought gusts of cool air, and the path they had turned onto was known as the Icy Trail. It was not named for ice—snow rarely fell here—but for the draft that swept down from the North to crash against the walls of Shilan.

Yet, they still had a long journey before they would reach Shilan.

Chernoval was a kingdom of few settlements, and all huddled close to the capital itself. The last such settlement was where they had abandoned the other wanderers. Igor thought of them, wondering how they fared on their own. He was not to blame for their desertion, yet he felt the weight of guilt because he rode with the man who had done the deed. He had always been told that the wanderer folk had no home and drifted from place to place, yet remained a tight-knit kin. That was not what Vasiliy had shown when he left them behind. True, he had promised to return for them, but would he? As far as Igor knew him, Vasiliy had never broken his word, and Igor hoped he would not begin now.

The white sword he had taken from the fat man was slung across his back. It was a truly magnificent weapon, one that drew the eye. Igor did not think it suited him. A man like Vasiliy could not walk about with such a thing; it was forged for a more refined fighter. That was why Igor found it strange that it had been in the grip of that corpulent, ugly man whose shoulders had made even the crimson cloak look ridiculous. He wished they had left the man alive to question him, but Ivanek had the right of it—there was nowhere to bind the fat man to keep him still. Perhaps they had made the only choice.

The cold wind came in intervals, granting them a brief respite, and if it lingered, the air turned truly chill. Then the sun would break through once more, and the heat would return to stifle them. Little Fabian lay obediently in the arms of his mother, who now bore almost no resemblance to the woman they had first found. Though she tried to affect an air of strength, it was plain she was a woman accustomed to a life of comfort and peace. Igor had seen such women in Chernoval and knew the look. The attack—first upon her people, and then by the three strangers—had rendered her even more silent.

Vasiliy pulled the reins of his horse, and the cart ground to a halt. All eyes turned to him. He dismounted, stepped slightly off the path, stood before a tree, and unfastened his breeches with his back to them.

“Must you do that in front of us?”

As the stream began to wet the bark, he turned his head toward the cart.

“I think you should start getting used to living with men.”

“I have never had to adjust to them before, and I shall not start now.”

“I see.” Vasiliy turned, fastened his trousers, and pointed a finger at Fabian. “Where is his father? Did you not put up with him either? Or did he not put up with you?”

Clarisse glared at him with pure disgust and offered no reply. Vasiliy smiled, satisfied, and mounted his horse again. They set off once more. The large stones upon the path made the cart jolt violently. It was not the most comfortable vessel, but it was better than the back of a horse—especially when one was not accustomed to riding. And Igor was certainly not accustomed to it.

Stepan and Ivanek took their places dutifully on either side of the cart again. Ivanek was laughing, as always. He did it constantly, with or without cause. Stepan was grim; one could never tell what thoughts moved behind his eyes. His gaze was that of a man with a purpose, as if he were hunting it down at every moment. Igor looked at everyone in the cart, then at the path to the side, until his eyes met Clarisse’s.

“How did they find you?”

It took him a moment to realize the question was directed at him.

“I was drunk, and they made me play dice.” He decided to speak the truth.

She laughed quietly.

“Wanderers are the kings of dice. How did you even agree to it? You must have been very drunk, or simply very stupid.”

“I barely remember anything from that night. I was winning, he had nothing left...”

“You cannot beat them. They never leave empty-handed. And it is always the common folk who suffer in their wake. I do not know why they are still tolerated in Chernoval.”

“They actually cast us out. Kicked out all the wanderers.” He should not have said it, but the words slipped free. He saw her look. She was pleased.

“They kicked out the wanderers? I am not surprised.” She glanced at Vasiliy, who rode ahead, his horse one of those pulling their weight. “They brought only misery to Chernoval’s already filthy streets. So where are the other wanderers now? What place will they dirty next?”

He shrugged. He did not tell her they had left them to fend for themselves. Though he was not a wanderer by blood, he felt ashamed.

“It is still strange to me that you are with their group. You cannot fight, you are not strong, you look frightened, and the only thing you have in common with the people of Chernoval is your name. There is nothing of the wanderer in you. Well, perhaps the dirt on your face. That is the only thing that makes me think you might be one of them. But you are not. What happened after the dice?”

“Is it so important?”

“If you have something better to do, say so. But I am weary of staring at the horse’s backside or the faces of those two.” Clarisse pointed at Stepan and Ivanek. “So you had best tell me.”

Fabian stirred in her lap; she stroked his hair, and he settled back into sleep.

“I remember nothing. When I came to my senses, I was in one of those wanderer tents. Nothing special on the outside, but inside... everyone was huge and beautiful. And in the middle, an old wanderer woman drew cards and said she would read my fortune.”

“Their usual trick. Let me guess, she drew cards that ‘touched’ you. Made you think they held some meaning for you.”

Igor must have looked surprised, for Clarisse smiled and continued.

“And oddly enough, all the cards had something in common.”

“Aye. Each one told a story that had happened to me. And for some, she said they were yet to come.”

“That is the trick. Wanderers are masters of it. They do not play with cards—they play with the mind. Even if I pulled a card with a plain stone upon it right now, I could convince you that you once tripped over one, or that you will see one soon. And you would pay me and walk away with your fear. Believe me, Igor, I grew up in Chernoval, and I know all their deceptions.”

He felt foolish. The first card was the Traveler, hooded, showing the way under the stars at night. He had connected it to his current path. The hooded ones were the wanderers, and the night was their time. He had dwelt on that card, believing it true. The second card was a fortune-teller with a falcon’s head. He had thought it was the woman who read his cards, but then he remembered she claimed she was no fortune-teller, only a guide. And the animal most often seen as a symbol of the wanderers was a bear, not a falcon. The third card showed three travelers who bore a striking resemblance to Vasiliy, Stepan, and Ivanek. He was certain the card depicted them.

“That is nonsense to me.” Clarisse turned her head away. “I do not believe in magic. Especially not when it comes from frauds like the wanderers.”

“So you do not believe in...” Igor nodded toward Vasiliy, hoping he had been quiet enough not to be heard.

“I do not trust him.” Clarisse, however, had no qualms about speaking loudly. “I do not trust any of those three, even though they surprise me. I expected them to rape me and then kill me. It seems they are saving me for later.”

“They are not like that.”

“Nonsense. All men are like that. Wanderers or not. As soon as they see a woman on the road and their own is not nearby, they take what they want. You are not a woman—you would not understand. Do you have someone?”

The question caught him off guard.

“No. I did, but because of her, I am here.”

“So it is not entirely because of the drink?”

“I got drunk because of her. And ended up here...”

“Men have always been and will always be stronger than women. But a woman can ruin a man’s life in a way no sword can. That is why most songs are about battles or women. We live in a man’s world, and those are the two greatest thrills for them. I can admit it. Even if I do not like it.”

“And your man?” Igor glanced at little Fabian. He was still sleeping. “Why are you not with him?”

She turned her head, raised a hand to her lips, and chewed nervously on a nail.

“I do not want to talk about him. It is all in the past now.”

“And what were you going to do in Chernoval?”

“I already answered you. And I do not think you are the person I should tell. Your life is not worth much. You know that if something ill befalls us, you will be the first to die, yes? The weak always die first. And Vasiliy himself will throw you into the fire.”

Clarisse had grown angry. Her face changed, her eyes narrowed. Igor did not understand what he had asked to provoke such aggression. He waited for her to vent her spleen, afraid to interrupt. Her sharp tone even made Stepan and Ivanek glance back at the cart. Whether it was the tension or the heat that had overtaken them again, Igor’s foot began to throb once more, right where the arrow had bitten him.

Igor quickly reached for his boot and pulled it off. He found Vasiliy’s rum and poured a little over the wound. At first, it stung terribly. As the sting faded, relief washed over him.

“You need a healer or a herbalist.” Clarisse softened her tone. “My father was one. He knew all the herbs. He taught me as well.”

“Why don’t you just tell me, so I can fix the wound myself?”

“Because I am not a herbalist, and I do not have the right. Herbalists are very particular; they do not like it when one who is not of their guild gives recipes or prepares remedies. Or if they do, it must be in their own home, not for others. According to them, only one who has healed another herbalist may practice.”

“As if anyone would see us here.”

“My father was a herbalist, and I respected him. In his memory, I will not tell you. Besides, there are surely plenty of them in Shilan. They would not let the king remain ill. If they even let us in.”

“Why do you think they won’t let us in?”

“Look at us. Three wanderers, a woman and child, and one who looks more like a beggar than a real man. No offense, but it is the truth. Shilan is the royal city, without doubt. Not just anyone can enter. That is what it is built for. We are not the kind of people for that place. They will turn us back at the gate.”

“Why didn’t you tell this to Vasiliy?”

Clarisse looked at him. Vasiliy continued riding with his back straight, staring into the distance where the sea was beginning to appear, bringing with it the scent of salt and fish. The Icy Trail was losing its name here, and the sea breeze, along with the sun now high overhead, brought warmth. Igor had never been to the South, but he had heard that this was nothing compared to the heat in Meyhar or Solis. He could not imagine how people lived there.

“Do you think he does not know? Vasiliy is aware of everything and more. He certainly has a plan in his head for how we will enter, and he knows it will not be easy.”

“And if they don’t let us in?”

“From what I know of men like him, if they do not let us in the easy way, he will try the hard way. And if that fails, he will turn to robbery and murder to protect himself. And in that case, you and I are useless to him and will only slow him down.”

Igor looked at Vasiliy too. Was he truly like that? He did not think they saw him as one of them—more like someone to help out, clean their weapons, and fetch their water. But would they abandon him if the tide turned? He was afraid to admit it, but perhaps they would. That did not scare him as much as it should. Plenty of people had abandoned him in his life; why start worrying now? Sometimes he truly missed Chernoval. And he wanted to see Zorina, the blacksmith’s daughter, one more time. Just once. He thought she liked him as much as he liked her. And if he ever returned alive, he would go to Visnya and steal her away. No matter if the blacksmith tried to stop him. He would kill the man if he had to.

Vasiliy stopped again, and the cart came to a halt. Ivanek and Stepan also dismounted without orders. The three stood in front of the lead horse, staring into the distance. Igor stood upright to see what held their gaze.

The path ahead was not rocky, but steep. And in the distance, where the slope ended, there were gentle fields marked by the tracks of other carts, where the grass refused to grow on the constantly trampled earth. Immediately beyond the fields rose the golden walls of Shilan, colored like the sun itself. Before them, the two gates they were heading toward were crossed by a river that seemed to spring from the middle sea, circle around Shilan, and flow back into the expanse after a full loop, making the royal capital something of an island.

From the height where they stood, one could see the King’s great palace towering above all else, crowned with three enormous towers. The towers did not have pointed peaks; their summits were flat terraces where movement—likely soldiers—could be seen even from here. The left and right towers were taller, serving as lookouts. Igor was sure they bristled with soldiers and archers. The middle tower was lower, its windows already glowing as evening approached. Directly opposite the palace stood the arena. The Great Arena everyone had heard of. From here to the eastern kingdoms and even in the lands beyond the sea, if such places existed. The arena where the current King had earned the honor to rule, and where more than one or two great warriors had perished.

The arena was clearly visible, though only from the outside. One part, where the stands for the people were built, was raised and sloped upward. That part faced them, and if something were happening there now, one could see the crowds climbing the back to take their seats. The stairs were bare, with no rail to keep a man from falling, so Igor assumed many had lost their lives just trying to find their place.

And between the kingdom and the arena, the sea was visible again. Everything else in Shilan was a maze of houses. From what Igor had heard in travelers’ tales, there were no common peasants in Shilan, as there were in Chernoval.

“We go on foot from here,” Vasiliy said, returning to them. “This cart is no good for this path.”

Clarisse woke little Fabian, and as he rubbed the sleep from his eyes, Igor climbed down from the cart, having pulled his boot back on. He stepped first on his injured foot, but carefully. There wasn't much pain, only a slight discomfort. He moved it a bit, and the pain seemed to vanish. But then it started throbbing again. This would not be easy.

“What about the horses?”

“The horses come with us, but we do not ride. We will load them heavily, and I want them fresh when we stand before the gates.”

Vasiliy had something in mind. Igor was sure of it. He would not let things slide, and he was counting on his plan. Sometimes Igor wished he could be like that. Like Vasiliy. With less pity and always certain of his path. Igor was not like that and knew it. All the good things in his life had happened by luck, never because he had willed them. Maybe only Zorina, though even there, she had kissed him first. And that was luck too. Luck that he had met her.

“How are we supposed to walk on these rocks?”

“I do not know where you have lived...” Vasiliy turned to Clarisse. “But you are not a princess anymore. And that one is not the heir to the throne.” He pointed at Fabian. “We are just peasants trying to get into Shilan.”

“We are wasting our time. There is no chance they will let us in. They do not let random folk like us inside.”

“If you do not believe me, beauty, stay here. I plan to spend tonight in a big room with white, soft blankets and wake up between at least two women whose bodies have seen water in their lives and who have bathed at least once in the last few days. You could hardly find such creatures in Chernoval. And before that, if I can, I would like to have some of the fresh beef they only prepare here in Shilan. As famous as the great battle.”

Clarisse stomped her foot, took Fabian’s hand, and marched forward, brushing past Vasiliy. She stopped and turned to them, saying nothing. Vasiliy, with his usual smirk, went to unhitch the horses one by one. Igor helped him. Sometimes he felt like just a bystander to the whole group. He felt left out, unimportant. But then he remembered his life before them and preferred to be here.

Igor took the reins of his own horse, while Stepan, Ivanek, and Vasiliy took theirs, and they began the descent. Vasiliy had said their cart could not handle this path, and Igor doubted any cart could, though in Chernoval they had the finest craftsmen, and each season they made the wains better and stronger. He had helped build many of them. They had ordered iron rings from Visnya to wrap around the wooden wheels, serving as a solid base for the tire they had recently started adding. Igor had forged them quickly, but Visnya was not satisfied and had to rework them himself. Igor did not know what happened after, but he saw the final result. He might have been the first to see the finished cart, which was meant for King Zoran. He had wanted to ride in it someday, though he doubted he would ever get the chance.

Igor, Clarisse, and Fabian walked to the right of the path, where larger stones served as steps. To the left, on the steep trail, the three wanderers led the horses slowly, caring more for the animals’ safety than their own. At every slip of a hoof, the one leading the beast stopped, ensured it was unhurt, and continued. The horses themselves sensed the danger and often pulled back or whinnied in fear.

Igor, Clarisse, and her son descended quickly. Indeed, looking up now, there was a path a cart could take, but the horse would have to be very sure-footed. For theirs, it was nearly impossible.

Vasiliy and his two companions came down shortly after.

“That was the easy part. Now comes the fun.”

“Fun? Do you not know we will have to climb that ridge again soon?”

“That is why I hate traveling with women. They are always whining and complaining.”

“That is why you do not have a woman in your life, Vasiliy.”

“I am glad you remember my name. And I will even agree with you. Women and I really do not get along for long. But we get along famously when we see each other briefly.”

“They won’t let you in, Vasiliy. They won’t let any of us into Shilan. It is not that easy to enter. And at best, instead of sleeping between two whores, you will end up between a bandit or someone like yourself.”

“Maybe you have noticed I am not keeping you by force. You can head back. If you find a horse, you can take the cart too. If we needed you, you would know by now. But I think you need us more than we need you.”

She bent down, picked up her son, and lifted him into her arms. He was still too small and did not weigh much. He could walk on his own, but his little legs were still frail, and he moved slowly. Igor felt like an outsider again. Stepan, Ivanek, and Vasiliy worked as one. They knew each other so well they did not even need to speak to understand one another. Clarisse was interesting, but she mostly spoke with Vasiliy. Igor did not believe she could just leave if she decided to. Behind Vasiliy’s invitation to depart lay a trap. He knew she would not do it. She had nowhere to go. Igor had read her well. She continued with them.

They put the boy and his mother on one of the horses. The others did not mount. The gates of Shilan were already visible ahead, and they would reach them soon enough.

The bridge over the river, the last barrier before the capital of the Western lands, marked the end of many roads. The one they came from was just one of many. Roads came from the south, passing through Volkar, and from the north, from the lands of Ishold. In the distance, they branched into smaller trails. Theirs seemed the worst. He did not know if Vasiliy had chosen it on purpose or if he did not know the way and was merely guessing.

No other carts were in sight. Only in the distance to the south was one moving, led by two horses. It looked fine, like everything around it, but it was trading season, and if they traded here as they did elsewhere, that cart was likely one of the merchants. A hum of noise came from within the walls. If a man stood outside and had lost his hearing, he would think the city before him was abandoned.

They crossed the wooden bridge slowly. The walls were not golden as they appeared from afar. They were yellowish, probably much brighter when first built, but up close now, they were not so special. From some stones hung green vines, still short, but by the end of the sunnier days, they would likely reach the ground below.

The large gates before them remained closed. In the middle of each was a smaller gate, just big enough for a rider to pass. From each gap emerged a knight fully clad in armor. Each wore a helm and gauntlets. Not a single inch of flesh was exposed. They looked as if they were about to head into battle, not like ordinary royal guards.

In sync, the two stood side by side and, instead of swords, leveled spears. They held them in both hands, points aimed at the group. Vasiliy raised his hand, and Igor and the others halted. A noise came from above. Two wooden shutters above the gates opened, and two arrows peeked out. Igor saw the hands pulling the bowstrings taut behind them but could not see the faces.

“Back, peasants. You have no right to enter.”

The guards of Shilan did not ask who they were or where they came from. They were ready to kill them outright.

“Gentlemen, gentlemen! Hold on!” Vasiliy approached them in his usual manner, playing the friendly charmer. Igor had learned his tricks by now. And most of the time, they worked.

“Stay where you are.” The guards were unyielding.

“I just want to talk.” Vasiliy stopped.

“Do you know where you are?”

“The Kingdom of Shilan. The capital and the most beautiful city.”

“Are you traders? The gates for traders are down there.” The guard asked, looking around for goods.

“No.”

“If you are not, turn around and leave. This is your last warning.”

The two advanced toward him. Stepan and Ivanek drew their swords and stood beside Vasiliy.

“Back!” Vasiliy growled at them. “Back, you bastards.” Igor had never seen him so angry. Especially at his own men. Stepan and Ivanek did not sheathe their weapons but obeyed and stepped back.

“Draw your weapons one more time, and I won’t care that there is a woman with you.” One of the guards pointed his spear at Clarisse. She stood upright, looking slightly frightened.

“The woman is with me. And that is her child. The other three are my guards.”

“Guards?” The two facing them laughed. “Who are you to have guards?”

Vasiliy reached into his pocket and pulled out something Igor could not see. He raised his other hand to show he held no weapon and approached them. Igor looked up. The bowstrings of the two archers were now fully drawn. Vasiliy took step after step, ensuring no one would attack him. He looked both guards in the eyes. One of them raised his head to the archers above, signaling them to hold. Only now did Vasiliy glance up and see them too. But it did not change his plans. When he got close enough, he handed over the object. One of the guards took it, turned to the other, said something, and they both looked back at Vasiliy.

But he spoke first:

“Now can I speak with Kalih, or do I still have to wait?”
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The rising sun glared into their eyes. Sylvia was bound alone, facing directly toward the city gates they had entered the previous evening. Much had come to pass since then. It was difficult for her to recall it all; the blows she had taken to the head during her capture had caused her memory to fade. At moments, like a flash of lightning, a spark would ignite in her mind, and a memory would return, only to vanish moments later.

She remembered the harlot she had killed. And why were the people so incensed by it? In these lands, far more valuable souls perished, and no one shed a tear for them. Yet everyone was furious about this woman. She did not recall killing anyone else. But she remembered Riven and Elara and the barn. Back then, they had slaughtered quite a few. At least three, from what she had heard.

Slowly, summoning all her strength, she turned her head to the side and saw them. Riven was to her right. He looked much as he had earlier in the hall where they had been bound. His head hung low, slumped forward, and he was mumbling something. He spoke words Sylvia could not decipher. She caught only a few fragments regarding Elara. He was speaking of Elara and some soldiers, his voice thick with the fear of capture. Well, they were already caught.

Elara was on her other side. She did not look much better, but at least she was coherent, her gaze darting sharply through the gathering crowd. And the crowd was there, even though it was early morning, an hour when most were still asleep. These folk had come for vengeance. She could see it in the eyes of those at the front.

They looked gaunt and famished, but that was a common sight in the settlements surrounding the great kingdoms. Traders rarely lingered in these lands, and there was no way to procure food beyond what the peasants could harvest themselves, which was meager. The soil in Volkar was not particularly fertile.

“S-Sylvia...!” It was Riven.

She turned to him. He was staring at the ground. He looked wretched, blood trickling from his forehead once more. Either they had struck him again, or the old wound had reopened.

“Sylvia...” He repeated her name.

“I am here, Riven. Right beside you. Just open your eyes.”

She was still angry with him, but seeing him in such a state filled her with pity. He was helpless. She had rarely seen him like this. In fact, only once in their lives. Immediately after that battle. The battle that had separated them from Elara and Omar. Riven had endured much. He had killed many and taken many blows. She had dragged him from that field in the same state he was in now. But back then, they had won. Now, victory was nowhere in sight. Now, they faced the wrath of angry mothers. As if children did not die every day in these lands.

“How did they catch you?” She saw Elara was in better shape and more lucid, so she asked her.

“We went looking for you.” Elara turned her head, and now Sylvia saw the other side of her face. One eye was swollen shut, surrounded by a massive bruise. “We always have problems when you are involved. Always.”

“And you always follow Riven whenever you see him. You have always stood between me and Riven.”

“Do not speak nonsense, Sylvia. Your obsession with him is suffocating him. Look at him!” Elara gestured with her eyes. “Every time he follows you, he ends up like this. Every time.”

“That is not true.”

“Think about it. The last time at Eagle’s Bridge.”

“It only happened once, Elara. This is the second time. And it is not because of me. Riven just loves finding trouble.”

“Loves it? Last night, his path was clear to escape this place and never be seen again. I even told him to do it.”

“You wanted to leave together, didn’t you? You have always wanted that.”

“I wanted to save my own skin. But he is as stubborn as you are. And he went looking for you. Look at him now,” she repeated.

“Where did they take you?” Sylvia did not want to look at him like that.

They must have raised their voices, for Orik appeared out of nowhere and stood before them. He was smiling. Around him, the crowd grew louder, becoming more impatient and agitated.

“Is there a problem, girls?” He held his hands behind his back and leaned slightly forward to inspect them.

Neither answered him.

“That is what I thought. I see you are a little worried. Well, except for your man. There is no worry left in him. I am more concerned whether he will survive at all.”
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